
den from the start. Believe it or not, Three
Mile Island wasn’t the ultimate nightmare;
that would be Shoreham, the Long Island
power plant shuttered in 1994 after a nine-
year legal battle, without ever having sold
a single electron. Construction was
already complete when opponents chal-
lenged the plant’s application for an oper-
ating license. Wall Street won’t invest bil-
lions in new plants ($5.5 billion in
Shoreham’s case) without a clear path
through the maze of judges and regulators. 

Safer plants, more sensible regulation,
and even a helping hand from Congress—
all are on the way. What’s still missing is a
place to put radioactive waste. By law,
U.S. companies that generate nuclear
power pay the [federal government] a
tenth of a cent per kilowatt-hour to dispose
of their spent fuel. The fund—currently
$24 billion and counting—is supposed to
finance a permanent waste repository, the
ill-fated Yucca Mountain in Nevada. Two
decades ago when the payments started,
opening day was scheduled for January 31,

1998. But the Nevada facility remains
embroiled in hearings, debates and studies,
and waste is piling up at 30-odd sites
around the country. Nobody will build a
nuke plant until Washington offers a better
answer than “keep piling.”

At Yucca Mountain, perfection has
been the enemy of adequacy. It’s fun to
discuss what the design life of an under-
ground nuclear waste facility ought to be.
One hundred years? Two hundred years?
How about 100,000? A quarter of a mil-
lion? Science fiction meets the U.S. gov-
ernment budgeting process. In court!

But throwing waste into a black hole at
Yucca Mountain isn’t such a great idea
anyway. For one thing, in coming decades
we might devise better disposal methods,
such as corrosion-proof containers that can
withstand millennia of heat and moisture.
For another, used nuclear fuel can be recy-
cled as a source for the production of more
energy. Either way, it’s clear that the whole
waste disposal problem has been miscon-
strued. We don’t need a million-year solu-

tion. A hundred years will do just fine—
long enough to let the stuff cool down and
allow us to decide what to do with it. 

The name for this approach is interim
storage: Find a few patches of isolated real
estate—we’re not talking about taking it
over for eternity—and pour nice big con-
crete pads; add floodlights, motion detec-
tors and razor wire; truck in nuclear waste
in bombproof seven-meter-high concrete
casks. Voilà: safe storage while you wait
for either Yucca Mountain or plan B. 

Two dozen reactor sites around the
United States already have their own
interim facilities; a private company has
applied to the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission to open one on the Goshute
Indian reservation in Skull Valley, Utah.
Establishing a half-dozen federally man-
aged sites is closer to the right idea. 

A handful of new U.S. plants will be a
fine start, but the real goal has to be
dethroning King Coal and—until some-
thing better comes along—pushing
nuclear power out front as the world’s
default energy source. Kicking carbon
cold turkey won’t be easy, but it can be
done. Four crucial steps can help increase
the momentum: Regulate carbon emis-
sions, revamp the fuel cycle, rekindle
innovation in nuclear technology and,
finally, replace gasoline with hydrogen. 

Regulate carbon emissions
Nuclear plants have to account for

every radioactive atom of waste. Mean-
while, coal-fired plants dump tons of
deadly refuse into the atmosphere at zero
cost. It’s time for that free ride to end, but
only the government can make it happen.

The industry seems ready to pay up.
Andy White, CEO of GE Energy’s nuclear
division, asked a roomful of U.S. utility
executives what they thought about the
possibility of regulating carbon emissions.
The idea didn’t faze them. “The only ques-
tion any of them had,” he says, “was when
and how much.”

A flat-out carbon tax is almost certainly a
nonstarter in Washington. But an arrange-
ment in which all energy producers are
allowed a limited number of carbon pollu-
tion credits to use or sell could pass muster;
after all, this kind of cap-and-trade scheme is
already a fact of life for U.S. utilities with a
variety of other pollutants. This would send
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O
f all our nation’s energy
sources, only nuclear power
plants can generate massive

amounts of electricity without
emitting an ounce of air pollu-
tion or greenhouse gases. And
thanks to the advances in sci-
ence and technology, nuclear
plants are far safer than ever
before. Yet, America has not
ordered a nuclear plant since
the 1970s,” said President
George W. Bush as he signed
the Energy Policy Act on
August 8, 2005.

The first law in more than a
decade to comprehensively
lay out energy policy, the act
provided a boost to the
nuclear energy industry,
incentives to conservation and
more efficient energy use, tax
credits for development and
use of alternative energy
sources, and encouragement

of new oil and gas exploration
in environmentally friendly
ways to reduce America’s
reliance on foreign sources. 

To coordinate the ordering
of new nuclear plants, the
new law continued the
Nuclear Power 2010 Partner-
ship between the government
and industry and offered a
new form of federal risk insur-
ance for the first six builders
of new nuclear power plants.
“We will start building
nuclear power plants again by
the end of this decade,” the
President said.

“This bill will allow
America to make cleaner and
more productive use of our
domestic energy resources,
including coal, and nuclear
power, and oil and natural
gas,” he said. The law author-
ized new funding for clean

coal technology, so America
can move closer to its goal of
building the world’s first zero
emission coal-fired power
plant. The law also extended,
or began, tax credits and
other incentives for solar
power, wind, biomass, landfill
gas and other renewable
electricity sources.

As the United States works
to solve its energy dependen-
cy problems, it is aware that
the market for energy is glob-
al and America is not the only
large consumer of hydrocar-
bons, President Bush said.
“As the economies of nations
like India and China grow rap-
idly, their demand for energy
is growing rapidly, as well.
It’s in our interest to help
these expanding energy users
become more efficient, less
dependent on hydrocarbons.”
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